New information technologies enable different interactions in the educational environment, affecting how students perceive and construct images about educational institutions that have adopted distance-learning programs. This article identifies which factors are associated with the perception of corporate image, from the viewpoint of distance-learning students at public higher-education institutions. The proposed study is quantitative in nature. The research analysis units are Higher Education Institutions in the State of Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) that offer e-Learning undergraduate courses in the CEDERJ consortium. The units of observation are students enrolled at the São Fidélis hub. Data were collected using a questionnaire and analyzed using the SPSS program. The study demonstrated both the multidimensionality of the image and that the institution's Global Image is associated most strongly with its "Quality". In turn, "Virtual Environment" was the factor most strongly associated with Affective Image.
INTRODUCTION
he Brazilian higher education market, according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific And Cultural Organization - UNESCO (2012) , taking into account the number of students, is the fifth largest in the world, and the largest in Latin America. However, its market penetration level is at 27%, much lower than other developing countries, signaling a growth potential for the sector (UNESCO, 2012) .
According to the National Institute of Educational Studies and Research Anísio
Teixeira -INEP (2013), the volume of enrollments (between on-campus and distance) in public higher education increased by 74% between 2002 and 2012, surpassing the 1.9 million mark of students enrolled between 2012 (INEP, 2014 . Distance Learning was responsible for such growth in the public schooling system, since its enrollments between 2011 and 2012 increased by 12.2% whilst on-campus learning, offered growth of only 3.1% (INEP, 2013) . By comparing entries in the public network, Distance Learning presented an increase of 42.53%, whilst the private network's index was 24.28%. Kundi, Nawaz and Khan (2010) advocate that all projects for Distance Learning, in addition to its form, pedagogy, environment and tools used in the process, is a function of perceptions created by their audiences, being a decisive factor for their success. Thus, such growth challenges educational institutions to create and organize an appropriate administrative and technological infrastructure, which allows interaction between the faculty, students and staff in addition to requiring that both, their educational proposals, as the quality of teaching and learning be highlighted (BOAS et al., 2011) .
That said, Paden and Stell (2006) claim that Higher Education Institutions that adopt Distance Learning programs must be alert to the impact this action has on the image of their programs and perceptions of the institution as a whole, thus it is added by Slavov and Slavov (2010) , Distance Learning brings together students from the most varied backgrounds, interacting in the virtual environment.
Within this scenario, it is essential to question: what factors are associated with
Corporate Image, from the viewpoint of Distance Learning students of Public Higher Education Institutions? The objective of this research is to answer this question, based on the methodology used in the study by Palacio, Meneses and Pérez (2002) , and among all the variables presented in this study, we will select those that adapt to the Brazilian reality, the objectives of the present study, and to the particularities of Distance Learning. Amongst the research on image of higher education institutions, we can highlighted the studies by Palacio, Meneses and Pérez (2002) , Duarte, Alves and Raposo (2010) , Maric, Pervlin and Ferjan (2010) , Polat (2011) , Cervera et al. (2012) , Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) and by Costa Vieira and Couto (2015) , all aimed at raising the factors that impact the formation of the image of such institutions. Regarding Distance Learning, on the other hand,we find studies by Claro (2007) , Hasan and Laaser (2010) , Spíndola and Mousinho (2012) and Hackmayer and Bohadana (2014) .
Thus, the interest in this research is included in the observation by Abbad, Zerbini and Souza (2010) who point out that it is the volume of conducted research regarding Distance
Learning incompatible with the significant increase in the importance of this type of education in the national panorama; combined with the analysis by Mondini et al. (2014) who emphasize research aimed at distance learning being incipient, in which strategies that influence the choice of a higher education institution can be measured; added to the fact that the interactivity involving such form of education increases the importance of knowing what is more or less valued by students in the development of this model (LANDRY; GRIFFETH; HARTAMAN, 2006) and the corporate image being little explored in the field of nonprofitable organizations (AZOURY; DAOU; KHOURY, 2014).
Thus, we seek through this research, to contribute to a better understanding of the perception of the image of higher education institutions, from Distance Learning students' viewpoint, contribute to a better understanding of the factors that are associated with the image of higher education institutions, more specifically of public institutions, in addition to demonstrating how marketing can be used in favor of such institutions and provide a basis for future research on the subject.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 CORPORATIVE IMAGE Liou and Chuang (2010) indicate there is no agreement on the concept of corporate image accepted among scholars in the field. Therefore, Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) address that there is a disagreement in the effort to define it.
Da Costa Vieira and Couto (2015) define image as the result of a complex evaluation of recent observations on the institution, contradicting the concept by Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) who define it as a product of perceptions by their audiences over time. realities formed by the company to which they are exposed, compatible with their beliefs and behavior and recovering the memory to develop the company's image.
Thus, Wilkins and Huisman (2013) added that it is up to managers to observe how the signs of corporate identity are transmitted and decoded by stakeholders as an attractive organizational image. Such thinking is in line with Abratt and Kleyn (2012) in defining that a positive image is obtained, before the audience, with a purposefully and strategically planned self-presentation of their identity
That said, Polat (2011) indicates that the image is formed by a process that requires a long period of time. On the other hand, Balmer and Grayser (2006) disagree with the notion of image formation as a process, in considering that the corporate image is an answer to the question: "How is the company being perceived now?".
We can see the complex and dynamic characteristic of Corporate Image (SUNG; YANG, 2008) . Thus, despite the various definitions, all have the concept of representation, impression or mental interpretations in common (TUBILLEJAS; CUADRADO; FRASQUET, 2011), combining affective, cognitive and sensory elements (SCHULER; 2004) and is therefore based on the information and data gathered in these interactions with the organization (POLAT, 2011). Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) indicate that corporate image has essentially multiple dimensions, corroborating Dowling (1986) , who also emphasizes that it is rare only one factor demonstrating completely the image of the institution. In this sense, Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) , in their research with students from universities in eight Middle Eastern countries, indicate that the affective aspect is associated with the cognitive aspect of the image, and that the greatest influence from the global image is exercised by the affective aspect of the image. The CECIERJ (2014) explains that students' diplomas have the name of the university offering the course in the hub chosen by them, because students are considered as students of each university. Moran (2009) states that since all the institutions of the consortium are public, the courses are offered for free.
The Ministry of Education and Culture -MEC (2001), through its evaluation committee constituted for the approval of the CEDERJ project, highlights the innovative character of the project, especially with regard to the pooling of efforts to optimize the use of public resources.
The MEC (2001) proceeds and highlights that there is no precedent, in proposals for distance learning, a project that is so innovative as the constitution of the CEDERJ.
METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH
Concerning the means of research, the study is classified as a field research, being We used a survey, according to Hair Junior et al. (2005) , which is the study employing a structured questionnaire to gather information from a representative sample of the population. The study used as its analysis unit Public Higher Education Institutions, from the state of Rio de Janeiro, that offer undergraduate on-line courses in the CEDERJ consortium, in the hub of São Fidélis.
The choice for the state of Rio de Janeiro is related, as is highlighted by Claro (2007) , to the pioneering of the CEDERJ consortium in making use of printed material, distance and oncampus tutorials, combined with a virtual learning environment, coupled with the emphasis that was given by MEC (2010) and the innovative nature of the CEDERJ project. The choice for the São Fidélis hub is due to convenience, because of the researcher's proximity with the city where the hub is located, and ease of access to information and research sources. The study population included all students enrolled in the second half of 2014, regardless of the area where they started their distance course in the first half of 2014, to understand entering students; and students enrolled in the second half of 2014, of the distance learning course, regardless of the area, and with more than three years of course, to comprise students near completion.
The total of enrolled entering students was 95, and the ones near completion was 182, distributed among the courses of Administration, Computing and Bachelors in Biological Sciences, Mathematics, Pedagogy and Chemistry. However, from that number, students attending totaled 48 entrants and 60 students near completion. Richardson (1999) indicates that one can define the minimum sample size in the case of a finite universe through the equation: (2015) In order to select students for the sample, we used the list of students, by the course, in alphabetical order, regularly enrolled, excluding those who did not fit the right profile, as previously mentioned. The sample included the first students appearing on the list until it reached the defined amount, according to Table 1. The research used a structured questionnaire, through which the variables were measured using 37 closed questions, using a six-point Likert scale to perform the data collection, varying from 1 to 6, divided into agree/disagree, where the closest to six represents the most agreed with the statement, and the closest to 1 represents disagreement with the statement. The choice for the six-point scale is justified as we intended to avoid the central tendency error, requiring from the respondent the agreement or disagreement on the issues of research.
The choice for the six-point scale is based on the studies by Garland (1991) who confirmed that the omission of the central point prevents individuals from giving neutral responses when their intent is to not displease the researcher with negative answers. Thus, the results may be distorted due to the existence of the center point (GARLAND, 1991).
The scale for measuring the Affective Image was taken from the study by Palacio, Meneses and Pérez (2002) , and for the Global Image we adapted the scale from the study by Tubillejas, Cuadrado and Frasquet (2011) . Meanwhile, the scale for assessing the Cognitive Image was based on studies by Palacio, Meneses and Pérez (2002) . A pre-test was performed from 14 to 16 of October 2014, with the application of the questionnaire to students who joined the institutions between the second half of 2012 and the second half of 2013, so to avoid losing the research population. The date was chosen because it was a period where students should deliver, at the São Fidélis hub, their activities reports.
The pre-test was applied to 18 respondents, who answered the printed data collection instrument. The pre-test indicated that many did not know the area of the course where they studied in; the need to reduce the text on completing instructions, although there were no problems in its interpretation. There were suggestions to change the final part for 18 questions (from "...with the course objectives" to "...coherent with your course") and 20 (from "...they are current" to "...with the current world"). Thus, the variables were operationalized, as shown in Table 2 -Scales used in the collection instrument Source: Prepared by the author (2015) 4 RESULTS PRESENTATION The results of the factor analysis revealed the one-dimensionality of each of the scales, and that all variables are strongly correlated with the extracted factor, since the lowest value of the load factor was 0.782, with significant loads greater than or equal to 0.50 (HAIR et al, 2005) . On the other hand, the value of the variance, that checks how much each of the three variables explains the factor extracted (LEVINE et al., 2008) , reached values greater than 68% for affective image, and 72% for the global image, which are considered satisfactory for the social sciences (HAIR JUNIOR et al., 2005) . Aranha and Zambaldi (2008) .
VERIFICATION OF THE AFFECTIVE IMAGE AND GLOBAL IMAGE SCALES

The use of factor analysis as a verification technique was adequate, considering that the
Based on the results generated by SPSS in using our data, we can confirm the internal reliability and verify the one-dimensional nature of the affective image and global image scales, with two variables being created, termed as "Affective Image" and Global Image", condensed through factor analysis.
COGNITIVE IMAGE SCALE VERIFICATION
We verified the cognitive image scale basically following, the same steps and aiming at the same objectives of the verification of affective and global image scales. We deleted the variables on the improvement of services (V31), on requirement level of admission examinations (V5) and on the level of competition (V1), before conducting the factor analysis, by contributing with its withdrawal, for the increase of Cronbach's alpha, which at the end of the process presented the value of 0.906, with 0.6 being the minimum accepted in social sciences (HAIR JUNIOR et al., 2005) .
To perform the factor analysis, we used the method of principal components, through the VARIMAX orthogonal rotation. Reio and Shuck (2015) observe that the method of principal components aims to reduce the variables into fewer factors, so that they comprise a maximum variance value. On the other hand, Corrar, Paulo and Dias Filho (2009) indicate that the VARIMAX rotation favors the relationship of a variable to a single factor, reducing the possibility of a variable presenting high factor loadings related to more than one of the factors.
All other 28 variables went through a factor analysis. Rotations were performed aiming to achieve a result in which all the variables presented significant factor loadings; that such significance should not appear in more than one factor; and that its relationship with the raised factors were high, following the criteria of Hair Junior et al. (2005) . In the extraction, seven factors were collected, and the variables grouped between them, as shown in Table 3 (2014) We can observe that the most significant factor loadings exceed the value of 0.70, which is a sign of having a well-defined structure in the extraction of factors, which as clarified by Costello and Osborne (2005) , is the objective of every factor analysis. The final rotation, which met all the criteria, is shown in Table 4 below. The factors explain 72.458% of the total variance and were calculated based on the eigenvalue criterion, where we deleted the factors that presented eigenvalues lower than one.
Hair Junior et al. (2005) adopted 60% as the minimum value, considered as satisfactory, to explain the total variance. Cervera et al. (2012) and Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014) demonstrated that the image of higher education institutions is influenced by several variables. The scale used for this study met such observations, with seven factors in the factor analysis to measure the cognitive image being raised.
The results, based on Landry, Griffeth and Hartaman (2006) Quality" factor, considering that the educational project establishes practical classes (ANGULO MEZA et al. 2012) and that the institutions in the consortium are responsible for (SOUZA NETO et al., 2010) , as well as the academic activities of each course (HASAN; LAASER, 2010) , managing its image is facilitated due to such control.
The association of the "Tutors and Staff" factor with the Global Image corroborates the studies by Comin, Oliveira and Possa (2013) and Garcia and Semensato (2015) who highlighted the link between students and the team of tutors. Thus, it is worth mentioning the importance of selecting a good mentoring team, considering not only qualification elements, but also aptitude, considering that being qualified exercise an activity does not necessarily mean that the individual has the ability to do so. In turn, the equations also show that Affective Image is associated most strongly with the "Virtual Environment" factor (VE),
Por sua vez, as equações também revelam que a Imagem Afetiva está associada mais fortemente ao fator "Ambiente Virtual" (AV), also being impacted by the fator "Teaching Quality". The result highlights another factor that, according to the collected sample, relates to the image of the surveyed institutions and that is not under its control, as highlighted by Hasan and Laaser (2010) .
Problems on the platform will reflect directly on the teaching-learning process, in the case of Distance Learning, which is possible to have negative effects on the students' experience and therefore, their perception in relation to the image of the institutions where they attend. Thus, whereas the students of distance education develop most of their activities in the virtual environment and use it to interact with educational institutions and other students, it is natural that this factor has been the one with the greatest connection with the affective image suggesting that it is important to establish and develop practical platform, with a nice interface and easy to use and allowing an effective interaction among its users and the institution. Balmer and Grayser (2006) declare that the corporate image is an answer to the question: "how is the company is being perceived now?". Thus, the image of the institutions may be compromised, even if the quality of education is ensured, if there is no effective management of the platform, avoiding problems in their access and use.
The equations also indicate that the most significant association with Global Image (GI) is exercised by the Affective Image (AI). The research corroborates Dowling (1986) , who indicated the multidimensional nature of corporate image -and it is rare for only one factor to completely demonstrate the image of the institution -, and Azoury, Daou and Khoury (2014), also point out the affective aspect to be the greatest contribution to the perception of the global image.
Based on Nguyen and Leblanc (2001) , Palacio, Meneses and Pérez (2002) and Kundi, Nawaz and Khan (2010) , the results show that the institutions should seek to adjust aspects of their identity to the beliefs and values of their target audience to awake favorable feelings in various interactions with it, leading to a positive perception of the affective image, which will contribute indirectly to the perception of a favorable global image. Such fact may not be an easy task for public higher education institutions, since according to Slavov and Slavov (2010) , distance learning favors the gathering of students of various backgrounds interacting in the virtual environment.
CONCLUSION
Public higher education institutions due to the generosity of its services, have a differential compared to Private Higher Education Institutions. Perhaps this is why there are very few studies aimed at analyzing how these institutions are seen by its faculty and the general public. Thus, the present study sought evidence of which factors impact the perception of the image of the Public Higher Education Institutions, from students' viewpoint of distance learning.
The study showed that the image is the translation of impressions generated in the individual's interaction with the various organizational components, based on cognitive and affective aspects, according to their way of observing the environment. Such impressions are associated with internal and external elements, both for individuals who observe, as for the organization that is being observed.
The research converges with other studies, indicating the multidimensional aspect of the image, it is made up of cognitive and affective aspects, which together are associated with the global image of the institutions. In the study, the "Teaching Quality" factor appeared as quite expressive, also influencing the affective image, giving evidence to public higher education institutions on the importance of planning actions to ensure positive experiences for students, through planning the education program, ensuring the offer of sufficient practical activities in congruence with market needs, maintaining the demanding level of the course and preparing students for the employment market, in addition to instructing the administrative body, training it to ensure the quality of service, and seeking to acquire and communicate the curriculum congruency with market needs.
The global image was also strongly associated with the affective image, signaling that in the collected sample, for distance learning students, the image of the Public Higher Education Institutions also relates to the with aspects that cannot be raised up directly by organizations. This result gives evidence that the institutions should adjust aspects of their identity to the beliefs and values of their target audience, arousing feelings favorable in its many interactions, to produce a positive emotional image, which may contribute indirectly to the perception of a favorable global image. In this sense, considering that distance education allows students from different regions to have access to services provided by such institutions, combining aspects of their identity to the beliefs and values of the target-audience of distance learning courses, appears to be a challenge that must be overcome.
Regarding "Tutors and Staff", a well-made selection of the mentoring team is suggested, based not only qualification on aspects, but also on the aptitude for the exercise of such activity, in addition to offering constant training to tutors in order to develop and improve their potentialities. On the other hand, affective image is affected most significantly by the "Virtual Environment" factor, suggesting that institutions must ensure that their management, maintenance and update will not hinder the teaching-learning process, avoiding problems in their access and use, creating a practical platform, with a pleasant and easy to use interface, allowing interaction between users and the institution, as problems on the platform negatively influence the students' experience and therefore, their perception regarding the institution's image which they attend to.
Given the survey results, we can observe that the research objective was achieved, contributing to the expansion of studies on image, in the marketing area, and for the understanding of dynamics in Distance Learning. The research also contributed to a better understanding of the factors that are associated with the image of higher education institutions, more specifically of public institutions, through the survey of elements that impact on the perception of the Distance Learning students, on the image of such institutions.
Associating marketing to public institutions, the study showed how marketing can be used in favor of such institutions, with no contradiction in applying its concepts to the reality of nonprofit institutions.
One limitation of the study was applying the research to students belonging to a single teaching hub, and all institutions surveyed belong to the same consortium. Thus, we suggest conducting the research with students attending distance learning courses in other hubs and other public institutions. Another limitation is related to the sample size, whose particularity of the population covered, with a high rate of non-active students, meant we had a sample close to the limit established by other studies involving factorial analysis.
For future studies, we suggest investigating with the students, what changes could be made in the factors surveyed in the study in order to raise the perception of the image of the surveyed institutions. Another suggestion would be to identify how the "Teaching Quality", "Tutors and Staff" and "Virtual Environment" factors interfere with the perception of the image of educational institutions that adopt distance learning programs and why other factors were not considered important.
We also suggest, to conduct the study in private institutions that offer distance learning courses, and compare the results obtained between the research. Finally, given that the models indicate that the variables were responsible for explaining 66% of the total variance of the global image, other elements must be searched in the literature and by observing reality that may be associated with the perception of the image of students of Distance Learning and include them in the research tool.
CONTRIBUTIONS BY THE AUTHORS
Fábio Reis da Costa contributed to the conception and design of scientific work, formulating ideas, collecting data, analyzing data, preparing the scientific article.
Anderson Soncini Pelissari contributed with the analysis and adjustment of the design of scientific work, analysis and adjustment in the formulation of ideas, analysis and adjustment for data collection, adjustment and adequacy in data analysis, analysis, adjustment and adequacy of the scientific article.
